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hen Lt. George H.W. Bush climbed into his 
Wc raft near an enemy-held volcanic island 
Sept. 2, 1944, and realized his two crewmen 
had perished when their TBM Avenger went down, 


During World War II, Bush was a pilot aboard the aircraft 
carrier USS San Jacinto (CVL 30). The ship flew the Lone Star flag 
from her masthead below the Stars and Stripes, as she had been 
constructed from funds raised by Texans and named for the site of 
i victory by Sam Houston in 1836. 

l Bush was a popular officer, although shipmates made fun of the 

~ fact that he had four names. He was usually called GeorgeHerbert- 
WalkerBush, all in one breath. He also stood out as “a stand-up guy,” 
who didn’t smoke, drink or cheat on Barbara, the young woman to 
whom he was engaged. 

Nevertheless, “He was a lot of fun, a live wire,” fellow pilot 
Jack Guy said of Bush many years later. “I don’t know anyone who 
; didn’t like him for any reason.” 

Aviation Machinist’s Mate 2nd Class Frank Paoletti was tasked 
with maintaining Bush’s aircraft, an Avenger, and making sure 
Bush was safely buckled into his harness before each flight. 

“I never realized anything about Mr. Bush’s background, that he 
came from a well-to-do family, until after he left the ship,” Paoletti 
said. “We were never buddies, but in my book he was a top-class 
guy - a real nice Joe. 

“Nobody was interested in your background or anything about 
whether you'd gone to some privileged school or not. The only 
question was, ‘Can you do your job?” 

On May 2, 1944, San Jacinto was assigned to Task Force 58/38, 
the fast-carrier striking force of the Pacific Fleet commanded by 
Adm. Mark A. Mitscher. 

Exactly four months later, as Bush and his two crewmen, radio 
operator Del Delaney and ordnance officer Ted White, dove their 
Avenger through enemy fire toward a Japanese radio tower on the 
volcanic island of Chichi Jima, 150 miles north of Iwo Jima, the 
plane was hit at 8,000 feet and caught fire. 

Bush remembered, “The plane was lifted forward, and we were 
enveloped in flames. I saw the flames running along the wings 
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he faced one of many defining moments of his life. 


where the fuel tanks were and where the wings fold. I thought, “This is 
really bad!” 

Bush continued his mission and dropped his four 500-pound 
bombs on the radio tower. Bush considered landing in the water but 
quickly realized it was not an option. The crew would have to bail 
out. Bush got on the radio and notified the squadron leader of his 
decision. The leader radioed back, “Received your message. Got you 
in sight. Will follow.” 

Bush continually repeated the command to bail out. When he a 
heard no response from his crewmen, and could not see them, he ~ e 
believed that Delaney and White had “hit the silk” as soon as they 
heard the order. 

Bush finally bailed out of his flaming plane. Upon landing in the 
water, a plane overhead drew his attention to the life raft floating 
approximately 50 feet away. Bush swam to it and climbed aboard 
only to realize that the emergency container attached to the raft was 
ruined, and he was without paddles and fresh water. 

He also knew that if assistance did not arrive soon, he would ei- 
ther be captured by the Japanese or die soon from exposure and thirst. 

Bush never forgot the gratitude he felt when, two hours later, the 
periscope of USS Finback (SS 230) appeared. The squadron leader had 
radioed the rafts position to Finback, the submarine on lifeguard duty. 

The next day, Bush wrote to his parents from the submarine: “I 
will have to skip the details of the attack as they would not pass the 
censorship, but the fact remains we got hit. ... There was no sign of 
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Del or Ted anywhere around ... I’m afraid I was pretty much a sissy 
about it ‘cause I sat in my raft and sobbed for awhile. ... I feel so terri- 
bly responsible for their fate. My heart aches for the families of those 
two boys with me.” 

Bush could have rotated home, but instead he went on another 
eight bombing runs, in all performing 58 combat missions and 1,228 
combat hours over Chichi Jima, Rota, Marcus Island, Guam, Manila 
Bay, Saipan and Wake Island. 

With characteristic modesty, Bush said he never understood why 
he was given a medal for having been shot down. AH 
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